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: War and Peace on the Suncoast: A Photo Essay

WAR AND PEACE ON THE SUNCOAST:
A PHOTO ESSAY
At midnight on December 31, 1939, crowds jammed Times Square in New York City to usher
in a new decade. Five years later, on May 8, 1945, throngs lined the same streets to celebrate VE
(Victory in Europe) Day and the beginning of a new era. During those momentous years,
Americans fought in a second world war, the Great Depression ended, and peace returned. By
New Year’s Eve 1945, Pearl Harbor, Normandy, Guadalcanal, Hiroshima, and Nagasaki were
reminders of war that were being put behind. Whereas the first half of the forties meant sacrifice
and dislocation, the second half offered an opportunity to rebuild. Newspaperman Jonathan
Daniels emphatically declared: “The twenties are gone with self-indulgence. The thirties have
disappeared with self-pity. The forties are here in which Americans stand on the continent as
men.”1 This exuberance would not last long as cold war confrontation abroad and strife at home
seriously diminished postwar tranquility. However, for the generation of Americans which had
survived breadlines and enemy attacks, the period following the war was “The Best Years of Our
Lives,” as the title of the 1946 Academy Award winner proclaimed.2
Floridians found themselves caught up in this intense, vibrant decade. The dangers of war were
felt close to home as German submarines sank ships off the state’s Atlantic and Gulf coasts,
German spies snuck ashore at Jacksonville (they were soon caught), and the national government
established military training camps all over the state. Though the war threatened to destroy
Florida's economic foundation, tourism, shrewd public officials convinced the military to make
use of Florida’s sunny climate and natural resources for training personnel and providing
recuperation for returning veterans. New camps, airfields and naval bases brought thousands of
soldiers to Florida. Here, they lived in college dormitories, tents erected on golf courses, and in
luxury hotels. Around 1943, training activity declined, and the end of the war found Florida’s
hotels used for hospitals, convalescent homes, and redeployment centers.
The state also contributed to the war effort in the area of agriculture. Its citrus industry grew
significantly during World War II. By 1945, citrus shipments had increased twenty-nine million
boxes over the 1941 season, and during the war the military requisitioned all canned and
processed fruits. The federal government, needing large quantities of concentrated orange juice,
jams and marmalades to be sent overseas, loaned money to the concentrate industry for
expansion. Florida citrus growers and packers began large scale processing of concentrated juice
and made heavy capital investments that would bring increased revenues in the postwar years.
Along with victory celebrations, the end of the war spurred a migration of people to Florida.
By the end of the 1940s, Florida’s population had increased forty-six percent, and a crucial
housing shortage had developed. Many of the newcomers were veterans who had spent part of
the war in Florida and brought their families to the state after returning home. A recent graduate
of the University of South Florida recalled that his father and uncle, ex-trainees of the Merchant
Marine, chose to stay in St. Petersburg after they were discharged in 1945: “They were so taken
with the area that they persuaded their parents and a younger brother to move down and settle
here. In early 1946, a fourth brother mustered out of the Navy and immediately came to St.
Petersburg to complete the clan. Prior to the war, the . . . family had been sharecroppers,

Published by Scholar Commons, 1981

1

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 3 [1981], Iss. 2, Art. 6

descendants of generations of people who followed mules on other people’s land, shovelled dirt,
chopped wood, and grew the food they ate. The brothers now had enough money saved from
their service pay to build their parents a home of their own in the Gulfport area of St. Pete and
then commenced to construct their own lives.”3
New and old residents alike joined in attacking the problems of restoring public services and
facilities which had deteriorated under the strain of depression and war. In 1945 and 1947, the
Florida legislature initiated a forty million dollar building program to expand government
offices, educational centers, highways, bridges, and prisons. By the end of the decade, the Sunshine State was on its way toward dynamic growth.
The following photographs depict the area of central and southwest Florida during war, peace,
and recovery of the 1940s.
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As the 1940s opened, war clouds were on the horizon but the United States remained at peace.
This Cities Service Station west of Auburndale on Highway 92 was selling gas for 19 a gallon
and giving away free glasses.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

The lunch counter at Newberry’s Department Store in downtown Tampa offered a variety of
delights at bargain prices.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1981

3

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 3 [1981], Iss. 2, Art. 6

Sarasota County’s last Armistice Day Parade before the United States marched into a second
world war was held in Five Points in 1941.
Photograph courtesy of the Sarasota County Historical Archives.

When the United States entered the war after December 7, 1941, it joined the British on the
allied side. Since July, 1941, cadets of the British Royal Air Force’s Flying Training School had
been using the facilities at Riddle Field in Clewiston.
Photograph courtesy of the Calusa Valley Historical Society.
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During the war, the Bay area contributed to military production keeping American forces
prepared to fight the enemy. The prototype of the Alligator, a landing craft used by the allies,
was tested by designer, Donald Roebling, at Clearwater Harbor.
Photograph courtesy of Pinellas County Historical Museum.

The Tampa shipyards worked at a bustling pace to produce vessels like the Sea Witch. Signs in
the foreground indicate the security-conscious nature of the installation. No cameras were
allowed and the area was reserved for card holders.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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The residents of Indian Rocks Beach were
protected by this Air Raid Warden’s Tower
in case of attack from the skies.
Photograph courtesy of the Pinellas County
Historical Museum.

The Harbor Patrol kept watch in Tampa Bay. The crew posed in front of the Jose Gaspar. The
ship was not in operation during World War II as the Gasparilla celebration was suspended
from 1942-1946.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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Women on the home front served the war effort in many different ways. These women
volunteered as nurses aides in Tampa under the instruction of Mrs. Norma McMullen.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

A contingent of the SPARS, the women’s auxiliary unit of the United States Coast Guard, and
some Guardsmen, put in an appearance at the Tampa Theatre on December 20, 1944, to push
the 6th War Loan Bond Drive. They were greeted by theatre manager, O. G. Finley, left at the
bottom of the stairs.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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This display in Woolworth’s store window urged passersby to help win the war by buying
bonds.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Across the bay in Clearwater, the city also held a war bond rally in the Municipal Park.
Photograph courtesy of the Pinellas County Historical Museum.
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These Sulphur Springs’ residents helped Uncle Sam by contributing old aluminum for scrap.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

For the weary servicemen stationed throughout the Tampa Bay area and vicinity, great efforts
were made to provide entertainment and relaxation. The Hi-Hat Night Club in the DeSoto
Hotel. in downtown Tampa was a gathering place for off-duty airmen. This photograph was
made on October 5, 1942 while Lou Figuerdo was the operator.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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Homesick servicemen stationed in the Tampa area during World War II often spent some of
their leave time to make a telephone call to the folks back home. This was the scene in the public
booths room of the Peninsular Telephone Company (now General Telephone) in June 1942.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

The USO was perhaps the most active organization catering to the social needs of the GIs. This
photograph was taken on July 28, 1944, the third anniversary of the organization.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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Those military personnel unfortunate
enough to sustain injuries during the war,
could recuperate their way back to health
under the warm Florida sunshine amidst the
pleasant surroundings of the Don Cesar
Hotel of St. Petersburg Beach.
Photograph courtesy of Frank T. Hurley.

The Vinoy Hotel was another Pinellas
County hotel used to contribute to the war
effort. The Vinoy was the head quarters for
the Army Air Force men who trained in St.
Petersburg during World War II. This is one
of the publicity photos taken during that
time.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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Prior to the construction of the Sunshine Skyway Bridge, The Bee Line Ferry ran between
Piney Point in Manatee County and Pinellas Point in St. Petersburg and provided transportation to travelers across Tampa Bay. During the war, the army commandeered the ferry. This
photo shows it in 1942.
Photograph courtesy of Manatee County Historical Society.

Civilians and military alike who lived along the Suncoast patronized popular area business and
entertainment establishments. In 1945, “Doc” Webb celebrated the twentieth anniversary of his
drug store. This 1942 photograph shows the “World’s Most Unusual Drug Store” at night
before additional stories were later added.
Photograph courtesy of the Tampa-Hillsborough County Public Library System.
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Since 1935, Tampa has had the Lily White Pallbearers, a unique organization which assures its
members a dignified and fitting funeral. Its members are all black. The group was formed by
J.W. Brown, B.C. Cohen, Mrs. Corrine Alexander, Will James, Mrs. A.D. Heygood, Mrs. Bessie
Barefield and Mrs. Selma Smith. One of the early leaders was C. Blythe Andrews, publisher of a
black newspaper, the Florida Sentinel Besides assuring decent burials for its members, the
organization also has operated a hospital for a short time, a nursing home, and sponsored
Progress Village and Tampa Bay Apartments. This photograph shows the headquarters of the
Lily White Pallbearers in August, 1942.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

As late as 1947, Tampa had a wide variety of
movie houses all enjoying heavy patronage.
A photographer roaming around the city on
October 1 of that year snapped the Tampa
Theatre on Franklin Street where Betty
Grable was starring in “Mother Wore
Tights” and organist Eddie Ford was
featured at the console.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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These smiling ushers, today an extinct breed, greeted patrons of the Seminole Theatre on May
25, 1945.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

These young men, perhaps destined for military service, received training at the winter home of
the Kentucky Military Institute in Venice. The school’s color guard posed for this picture in
1942. The Kentucky Military Institute’s former home in Venice is currently under restoration
and will be used in the future for office buildings.
Photograph courtesy of the Manatee County Historical Society.
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While crowds reveled in Times Square, these Tampans celebrated the end of the war on August
14, 1945 at Eighth Avenue and Eighteenth Street in Tampa.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Returning veterans utilized the GI Bill to go
to college. The University of Tampa
attempted to attract these veterans with this
1946 publicity photo.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.
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While the city of Auburndale looked to the economic future, it remembered the recent past in its
honor roll of World War II veterans.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

Commerce Park was one of the first housing developments in Bartow following the close of
World War II. It was located in the western part of Bartow and was so named because the
Chamber of Commerce encouraged the development. This view taken in 1954, looks to the east.
A corner of Wildwood Cemetery may be seen at the left.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.
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Postwar Fort Myers returned to normal as
tourists once again flocked to the area. A
New York couple wintering on their boat at
the Fort Myers Yacht Basin were two of the
9,064 tourists to register at the headquarters
of the Chamber of Commerce in 1948. The
man behind counter is Chamber Secretary
Tony Dweyer, public relations officer at
Buckingham Air Force Base during World
War II.
Photograph courtesy of Marian Godown.

Styles of the late 1940s can be seen in the 1947 Fashionola, Tampa Women’s Club’s annual
fund-raising event.
Photograph courtesy of Hampton Dunn.

Published by Scholar Commons, 1981

17

Tampa Bay History, Vol. 3 [1981], Iss. 2, Art. 6

Although one war was over, a cold war had begun, and customers of the Florida National Bank
in Bartow were reminded in 1948 to buy United States Savings Bonds.
Photograph courtesy of the Polk County Historical Society.

Meanwhile, Bartow veterans remember their fallen comrades while unveiling this War
Monument, which was originally placed between the city hall and the post office. The
Monument now stands in front of the post office.
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